forest like the Guaranis of Paraguay and the Maya of Yucatan.
They were savage plains-folk like the Indians of our prairies. The
gauche got along better with the Indians, although he did not sink
to their level, than with the Spaniards who tried to rule him from
the cities. He lived in a land still without fences, without codified
iaws3 and without economic problems. The cattle and horses
imported from Spain had multiplied by the millions; he took what
he needed.
This age of the glory of the gaucho has been called "the Age of
Leather/7 by Alberto Zum Felde, the Director of the National
Library of Uruguay who quotes an old chronicle:
"Houses were constructed with leather at the founding of Montevideo.
Leather made protective roofs, as in the tents of the Indians. Nails being
scarce} wire unheard ofs rope and cord undreamed, moistened leather
served their purposes; leather was used as cables, as chisels., in ail manner
of joining and riveting. Doors and beds were of leather; you can see them
still in the country. Doors of houses, trunks, canisters, sacks, baskets, were
made of leather with the hair still on it. Similarly, fences for the gardens;
bottles for wine (the old wineskins), yawl-sails, cranes, chairs, and of
course all the harnesses and ornaments of horses."
To these might be added the hats of men and woinen3 wagon
tops3 boats for crossing the rivers.
Nevertheless, since the animals were all half-wild, the gaucho's
work was dangerous; he needed courage. He spoke a Spanish
which even today is far richer on the pampa and in the Uruguayan
plains than in the cities; he added to it Indian and Portuguese
expressions. The base of Ms life was freedom; he lived by his own
code, whose cornerstones were poetry and courage. Most of his
fights were due to his unconscious need to display Ms courage. The
other need was to improvise songs. The pqyador, the troubadour
wandering from camp to camp with his guitar, was the true gaucho
aristocrat. Family ties were loose; the children were raised within
a loose matriarchy. The Church had contributed to his sense of
values; but its theology did not touch him. Like the Guarani
Indians, the gaucho looked on monogamy as unfair to the many
virgins.
About 1800, the inevitable had happened, The city, strong enough
at last, sent out surveyors, lawyers, fence-builders., proprietors.
When die gaucho became the servant of a particular ranch, he took
Ms first step toward extinction. (Those who refused were called
matreros: Killers and outlaws.) But the gauchoss culture was so
strong that he survived in death. He produced great literature, like
Martin Pierro. He produced great generals in the wars against the
Spaniard, like Artigas. He produced the great anti-gaucho, Rosas,
the dictator of Argentina who alone was able to subdue the gaucho
anarchy of the provinces. He produced the Republic of Uruguay,
The modem political democracies have been the work of cities;